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Sheldon Memorial Art Gal/ery at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln presents

No Place Like Home
S

"The house of every man is to him his castle and fortress, as
well as defense against injury and violence as for his repose."
-Sir Edward Coke

entiment about home as written in this 16th -century quote
is strikingly unchanged. Home provides warmth and protection and therefore meets our most basic utilitarian needs.
Symbolically, having a home assures one's place in community, establishes social standing and demonstrates status within
society. It is a private place where we relax, let down our guard
and nurture relationships. Not having a home makes this
security and belonging more difficult to obtain. In No Place
Like Home artists explore the house and its transformation to
home. Reflecting on the public and private aspects of home
and homeless life, works in this exhibition reflect on the qualities of home and desire for a sense of home and compel viewers
to examine our definition of the two.
Home might simply be a fire on the bare ground, spreading warmth and a sense of protection from nighttime fears as
well as a place to eat and sleep. Images such as Fritz Scholder's
Indian Encampment after Blakelock remind us of the life of the
Plains Indians and their connection with the earth. In this image humans are depicted as small specks against the immense
black skies and the bigger world. Ralph Albert Blakelock (18471919), to whom Scholder refers in the title, is known for his
dark, romantic landscape paintings. Incidentally, Blakelock
painted similar scenes of American Indian tribes in his travels
west in 1869.
Some of the first homes built by pioneers in the Midwest
were sod houses. The Homestead Act granted property to those
willing to settle in a new land and was most utilized in the
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Fritz Scholder, "Indian Encampment after Blakelock," not
dated, two color lithograph, UNL F. M . Hall Collection, Sheldon
Memorial Art Gallery

Morris Kantor, "Daguerreotype," 1931, oil on canvas, UNL F. M. Hall
Collection, Sheldon Memorial Art Gallery

James VanDerZee, "The Heiress Harlem," 1938 (published 1Y/4), sliver
print, NAA-Funding by National Endowment for the Arts, Sheldon
Memorial Art Gallery

Plains states where the climate and soil could support farming. By 1880 more than half of the 242,000 new farms in Kansas, Nebraska, the Dakotas and Minnesota were acquired this
way.l Solomon Butcher's Hunting Family, Goose Creek depicts
the sod house as the center of activity for early homesteaders.
When outdoor duties were complete, families gathered under
the roof of the "soddie" for sustenance and interaction with
one another.
Lynn Dance's The Frerichs' Farmstead Near Talmage might
for some represent the quintessential modern home. It is an
image of a well-kept, large lot of land, a two-story cozy house
with shade trees and best of all, a picket fence. A symbol of
protection and privacy, the fence makes those inside it feel safe
by keeping the outside world and its problems at bay.
While the exterior of a home can convey a certain amount
of information about the owner, the interior is much more revealing. Objects in the home constitute a material environment
that embodies what is considered significant. These may include
heirlooms, religious icons, memorabilia, or other objects with
symbolic meaning. Women were and continue to be associated
with housework and home care. With the rise of urbanization
and professional employment in the 19 th century, men increasingly went away from the home to work while women stayed.
The term "hus-band" evokes a man tied to a home through
ownership. "Housewife" refers to the woman connected to the
man in marriage and a helper in the home. 2 Several images
in the exhibition refer to these gender roles. Morris Kantor's
Daguerreotype places the woman at the center of her home.
The living room is adorned with a fireplace for gathering with
family, the teakettle or coffee urn is there to serve those who
enter and the overall appearance is of a well kept, neat and
tidy abode. Objects in the home are used for basic needs and
also give us information about the family. The woman sits on a
modestly ornate chair, an object that helps define her place in
society. The title Daguerreotype refers to the stiff posture of the
sitter and the muted coloring of the image but also to the early
era of the daguerreotype photographic process.
3

Whereas the feel of Daguerreotype is formal and staged,
Woman Scrubbing by Works Progress Administration (WPA)
artist Elizabeth Terrell is realistic. It depicts the woman in the
day-to-day operations of the home such as the labor-intensive
act of scrubbing the floor. The picture on the wall depicting
Jesus communicates this woman's religious values and is a reminder of the church's role in establishing American Christian
domesticity. This 19th -century idea, which included identifying home as a woman's place, began to emerge as the church
was experiencing disestablishment from the state. 3 Man Ray's
Cadeau, or gift, is a bronze-cast of a clothes iron encrusted
with tacks. It presents an instrument of what was traditionally
women's work. The sharp points may refer to stifling nature of
such work, and perhaps the object's inability to function as a
real iron is a way of rebelling against such labor. An American
Dadaist, Man Ray enjoyed combining incompatible objects in
a deliberate attempt to unsettle the viewer.
Women with the financial means to hire housecleaning and
childcare services could live a more leisurely life. For some this
meant lounging, as well as socializing with and entertaining
guests. The luxurious furnishings, large works of art and elaborate decoration in The Heiress, Harlem by James VanDerZee
depicts this affluent lifestyle. While these objects of wealth appear to be on view for external consumption, Harold Weston's
On Studio Bed is a more private, intimate scene. Material objects are absent but this woman's standard of living allows for
some quiet reading time. The lifestyle may have been less difficult than for those without means, but many women were confined to the home and loneliness, boredom or isolation sometimes resulted. In Robert Adams' Colorado Springs 197011974,
the silhouette of the subject juxtaposed against a stark, rather
plain-looking home compels the viewer to ask who the woman
is and what type of life she leads. She stands alone in the window as though imprisoned in its space.
During and after WWII, opportunities for women to work
outside the home became more abundant due to the absence
of men in the workforce. However, not all women pursued this
4
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Elizabeth Terrell, "Woman Scrubbing," about 1935, gouache on
paper, UNL Allocation of the u.s. Government, Federal Art Project of
the Works Progress Administration, Sheldon Memorial Art Gallery
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Robert Adams, "Colorado Springs," 1970/1974, silver print, NAAFunding by National Endowment for the Arts, Sheldon Memorial Art
Gallery

James Cantrell, "Widow's Walk," 1976, oil on canvas, UNL Gift of
Father John C. Rasmussen, Sheldon Memorial Art Gallery

Dorothea Lange, "Grayson, San Joaquin Valley, Ca (Doorstep
Document from "Last Ditch")," 1938, silver print, UNL F. M. Hall
Collection, Sheldon Memorial Art Gallery

option. Some stayed home to raise children, start a small business or simply look after the house. Men are rarely seen in these
images of the home. It is presumed that they are off at work in
the daytime, earning the money to support their families and,
in an ideal situation, expect to come home to a warm meal and
quiet time. Widow's Walk by James Cantrell suggests a home
without a man. Although the title probably refers to the railed
rooftop platform on the top of the house, Cantrell also has included a woman, perhaps the widow, who can be seen through
the upstairs bedroom window.
The Great Depression of the 1930s changed living conditions for many people. While some were evicted from their
homes due to foreclosure, others were determined to go where
there was the prospect of work. Homes were abandoned and
left to the elements of nature. This might be the case with Ogden Pleissner's watercolor titled Sheldon's House in which the
weight of the snow has collapsed a portion of the roof. The
house appears neglected and probably uninhabited. Photographer Dorothea Lange was hired by the U.S. government to
document the Depression catastrophe. Hardship is expressed
in her image of what was then called a vagrant or a wanderer in
Grayson, San Joaquin Valley, California whose body had been
placed on the doorstep of a church building.
For Wright Morris, "The depression created a world of objects toward which I felt affectionate and possessive."4 The book
The Home Place, from which the photograph Straight-backed
Chair by Door originated, was published in 1948. The story
is about a man named Muncy who returns to his rural home
with his urban wife and children. The worn chair and sparse
composition reflect the lean times that Americans were experiencing. At the same time they help us understand Morris's
fondness for these simple objects and beautiful spaces.
With economic recovery and increase in discretionary income, the idea of the American Dream Home evolved and
became an icon that people strived to obtain. This desire still
exists and although it varies with individuals, its makeup is a
combination of memory, fantasy and longing. 5 Having a beau5

tiful home is a metaphor for a perfect family life, at least for
appearances. To many these characteristics fulfill the American Dream. But not everyone lives the American Dream. In
the photographs of the Sioux tribe on South Dakota's Rosebud
Reservation, by Rev. Don Doll, one finds images that document
a difficult way of life. In Mrs. Corrine Cloudman's Transitional
House we find a government-subsidized home that is reserved
for «the poorest of the poor.''6A woodpile used for heat, discarded furniture and two junk cars underscore the impoverished lifestyle that exists.
Lee Friedlander's Hotel Room, Portland, Maine might also
infer transitional living arrangements. When living conditions
suddenly change, a hotel can offer a short-term refuge. Often a
lonely space with generic furnishing and impersonal environment, a hotel room can be depressing and reinforces the feeling of being disconnected with society.
Stephen Shore photographs small-town America. In Church
Street & Second Street, Easton, Pennsylvania, 6120174, viewers
are given the feel of apartment living, common to city life. In
the background are what appear to be more affluent neighborhoods with single-family homes. Large cities are often equated
with crowded living conditions, unsafe neighborhoods and
little or no green space. Play areas are sometimes in short supply as seen in the photograph Untitled (Woman and Girl) by
Enrico Sarsini depicting an idle child who looks past the woman with groceries. The prudish-looking woman seems to purposely avert her eyes from the girl, perpetuating the idea that
in the city you can't trust anyone and the feeling of alienation
exists for many.
Harry Orlyk's Washington County Jail reminds us that not
everyone has the freedom of home life. Behind the beautiful
scene resembling 19th -century landscape painting lies a 21"tcentury concern of booming prison populations. Recent statistics bring the current number to 2.1 million, a figure that has
quadrupled since 1980.7 Living in cells, inmates are shunned
from society and deprived of home and family life.
Julian Levi's Beached expresses the creative ends humans
6

-

--

Lee Friedlander, "Hotel Room, Portland, Maine," 1962, silver print,
Sheldon Memorial Art Gallery

Enrico Sarsini, "Untitled (Woman and Girl)," not dated, silver print,
UNL F. M. Hall Collection, Sheldon Memorial Art Gallery
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Julian Levi, "Beached," 1940, oil on canvas, NAA Collection, Sheldon
Memorial Art Gallery

take to find shelter. Reminiscent of the houseboat, often a recreational means of travel not all that different from mobile
home or home on wheels, this boat appears to be a temporary
home.
If one does not have a home, even basic needs become difficult to obtain. Where does one find food and shelter, warmth
and protection? How does one raise a family or become a part
of society? Having a place to relax and enjoy privacy is a luxury
seldom experienced. Meaningful possessions are difficult to
maintain unless they can be carried from place to place. In Anthony Hernandez's Landscape for the Homeless, #2, the viewer
is forced to confront a subject that is often ignored. He brings
us into the not-so-private dwelling places of the homeless. Yet
even in Hernandez's images of homeless spaces, we find very
personal items and nesting traits that signify a need and desire
for a place to call one's own. The spaces may lack four walls,
but they are orderly and they contain meaningful possessions
even if they are the most basic objects. Here, a neatly placed,
shiny pair of shoes and a red comb, give us the feeling that this
individual desires the same sense of home and home life about
which all Americans dream.
-Sharon L. Kennedy-Gustafson
Sheldon Statewide Exhibition Coordinator

1 Jim Cullen, The American Dream (Oxford and New York: Oxford University
Press, 2003), p. 141.
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Anthony Hernandez, "Landscapes for the Homeless #2," 1988,
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Memorial Art Gallery
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